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 Most people may know about the testing of the first 
nuclear weapons in New Mexico, but how many people know 
about	bat	bombs?
	 In	the	aftermath	of	the	attack	on	Pearl	Harbor,	the	War	
Department was willing to investigate many “out of the box” 
ideas	for	retaliating	
against	the	Japanese.	
So	when	in	January	
1942, a dental surgeon 
named Lytle S. Adams 
wrote	to	President	
Franklin D. Roosevelt 
about	his	recent	trip	to	
the Carlsbad Caverns, 
a very unusual idea 
was given approval.
 Dr. Adams’ idea was 
to	place	small	incen-
diary	bombs	inside	
bats	and	release	them	
over Japanese cities. 
Because much of the 
construction	in	Japan	
was	wood	and	paper,	
the bats were to fly 
under the eaves of build-
ings,	the	bombs	would	
then explode setting the buildings on fire. The intent of releas-
ing several hundred to thousands of the bats over the Japanese 
cities was to cause widespread fires that could devastate their 
economy	with	limited	loss	of	life.		
 In May 1943, approximately 3,500 bats were collected at 
Carlsbad Caverns and flown to Muroc Lake, California. While 
hibernating, the bats were fitted with dummy, or inert, bombs 
and dropped from a B-25 flying at 5,000 feet. The test was 
less	than	successful	as	the	bats	were	so	deeply	hibernating	that	
many	did	not	fully	awaken	and	died	when	they	hit	the	ground.
 At the time, testing was then transferred to an auxiliary 
airfield near Carlsbad, New Mexico.  According to **Army 
Chemical Weapons Service Capt. Wiley W. Carr, the tests 
were	carried	out	as	follows:
 “Bats were taken from the refrigeration truck in a hibernated 
state in lots of approximately fifty. They were taken individu-
ally	by	a	biologist,	and	about	a	one-half	inch	of	loose	chest	
skin was pinched away from the flesh. While this operation 
was	being	done,	another	group	was	preparing	the	incendiar-
ies.”
 “One operator injected the solution in the delay (mecha-
nism), another sealed the hole with wax, and another placed 
the	surgical	clip	that	was	fastened	to	the	incendiary	by	a	short	
string…		The	incendiary	was	then	handed	to	a	trained	helper	

who	fastened	it	to	the	chest	of	the	bat.	The	bats	were	then	
loaded into a cardboard container fitted with a parachute to 
slowdown	their	descent	and	to	release	the	bats	when	dropped	
from	a	plane.”
 “As the Army continued to refine the bat-plus-bomb con-
cept, many more tests with both live and dummy (inert) bombs 
were released near Carlsbad.”
 The Army concluded testing on May 29, 1943. In his final 
report, Capt. Carr wrote:
 “The bats used at Carlsbad weighed an average of nine 
grams…they could carry eleven grams without any trouble 
and	eighteen	grams	satisfactorily,	but	twenty-two	grams	ap-
peared to be excessive.  The ones released with twenty-two-
gram dummies didn’t fly very far, and three returned in a few 
minutes	to	the	building	where	we	were	working.”
 “One flew underneath, one landed on the roof, and one at-
tached itself to the wall. The ones with eleven-gram dummies 
flew out of sight. The next day an examination of the grounds 
around	a	ranch	house	about	two	miles	away	from	the	point	of	
release	disclosed	two	dummies	inside	the	porch,	one	beside	
the	house,	and	one	inside	the	barn.”
Capt. Carr’s report abruptly stated that:
 “Testing was concluded…when a fire destroyed a large por-
tion	of	the	test	material.”
 He neglected to give details on the incident, which involved 
a door left ajar, bats fitted with incendiaries escaping, and set-
ting fire to all of the structures at the auxiliary field, including 
a general’s car.
 In August 1943, the Army concluded testing and transferred 
the project to the Navy and became known as Project X-Ray.
The Navy then moved it’s testing to Hondo Army Airfield in 
Texas and shortly handed the project off to the Marine Corps. 
Testing by the Marine Corps, conducted in Utah, was conclud-
ed in August 1944 when Fleet Admiral Ernest J. King, Chief 
of Naval Operations, was informed that the bats would not be 
combat-ready until mid-1945.
 While conducting meetings in Carlsbad for the Formerly 
Used Defense Site Program in March, the topic of the bat 
bombs resurfaced. Representatives from the New Mexico En-
vironment Department expressed concerns about the potential 
safety hazard posed if any of the live bat bombs failed to oper-
ate	as	intended.
		 “The	bombs	were	so	small	that	if	they	were	to	go	off	it	
would be similar to setting a book of matches on fire,” David 
Holladay, Albuquerque District’s Ordnance and Explosives 
Safety Specialist.  “Because of the weight of the bomb, the 
bats could not fly very far…the likelihood of them going very 
far from the drop point with a live bomb and the bomb not 
activating is very small.”

By Lara Beasley, USACE Geologist

Corps looks into Bat Bombs
World War II Reveals Unusual History

(See Bat Bombs, page 16)
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